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Notes On The Minister
Of The
Anointing Of The Sick
Richard C. Boulet
Within recent years the priesthood of the laity and th e entire theology of ministry has
been the subject of considerable theological interest. Attention has focused upon the
ministerial aspects of the priesthood of the laity and upon the relationship between this
priesthood and that of the ordained priesthood. 1
The following study briefly examines the history of the development of the ministry
of the anointing of the sick with a view to contributing to the literature on the
aforementioned topics. The basic thesis is that the sacrament of anointing of the sick has
been administered by the laity in the past, though the priest has been the "ordinary" or
"proper" minister of the sacrament. The examination of the data suggests that the
restriction of the ministry of the sacrament to ordained priests stems from ecclesiastical
law and practice rather than from the theological nature of the sacrament or of ministry .
The study also leads to the conclusion that there is nothing to preclude a return to lay
anointing of the sick should it be deemed feasible. 2
For the sake of brevity the following outline will be followed: I. The Statement of the
Problem; II . The Solutions Proposed; III. A Reex amination of the Data, and IV. A
possible Solution.
I. Statement of the Problem

Any serious effort to develop or present a consistent theology of the minister of the
sacrament of anointing of the sick must necessarily take into account certain factors
which are the source of difficulty in such a presentation. It might be well to note these
factors prior to seeking a solution.
First, the teaching found in the Epistle of James (5, 14-15) must be borne in mind:
Is anyone among you sick? Let him bring in the presbyters of the Church , and let
them pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord. And the
prayer of faith will save the sick man, and the Lord will raise him up, and if he be in
sins, they shall be forgiven him.
Of major import when considering this Scriptural reference
Council of Trent:

1S

the teaching of the

If anyone shall say that the presbyters of the Church, whom blessed James exhorts
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to be called in for anointing the sick, are not priests ordained by a bishop, but the
more elderly of any community, and that on this account the proper minister of
extreme unction is not the priest alone, a.s. 3
As is clearly seen, the Council of Trent is identifying the "presbyters" mentioned in the
text of James as ordained priests.
A brief presentation of a few excerpts from the teaching of the Fathers, reflecting the
ancient practice of the Church, will serve to bring our problem into focus. Pope Innocent
I in the year 416 wrote thus to Bishop Decentius of Gubbio:
Now there is no doubt that these words of James should be understood or accepted
of the faithful who are sick, and who can be anoin ted with the holy oil of chrism,
which has been prepared by the bishop, and which may be used not on ly by priests
but by all Christians for anointing, when their own needs or those of their family
demand. 4
Thus Innocent gives witness to a custom of the Laity anointing themselves or others. In
this same vein St. Caesarius of Arles (/- 543) urges the faithful "with oil that is blessed to
anoint in all faith themselves and their dear ones."S In the following century St. Eligius
of Noyon (/- 659) counsels the sick person "to ask the Church for blessed oil, with which
he may anoint his body in the name of the Lord".6 A very important text in the writings
of Bede the Venerable reflects the same practice:

And let them pray over him, anointing him, etc. In the Gospel we read the Apostle
also did this, and even now the custom of the Church holds that the sick are to be
anointed by presbyters with consecrated oil, and to be healed by the accompanying
prayer. Not only presbyters, but as Pope Innocent writes, all Christians as well may
use this same oil for anointing, when their needs or those of their family demand.
However, this oil may be prepared (confici) only by BishopsJ
Bede's text reflects a practice of priest's anointing, but also of the laity using the oil.
Thus, we have witnesses over a period of four centuries to lay anointing. It might be
noted that none of the texts cited indicate a distinction as to validity or even type of
anointing, but do note that only Bishops may prepare the oil. 8
Now we can see something of the problem of formulating a consistent teaching as to
the minister of this sacrament, since on the one hand we have the deftnition of Trent
indicating that the priest alone is the proper minister, and on the other hand we have the
ancient practice of lay anointing. Before seeking a solution to this seeming dilemma, for
the sake of completeness it would be well to poin t out that St. Thomas reflects the
teaching of his time, and in particular that of Peter Lombard 9 and St. Albert the Great,l 0
his own teacher, when he writes very strongly in his treatment of the minister of extreme
unction that it is not the office of any lay person to administer a sacrament. This latter
teaching is contained in the Supplement to the Summa, and is consistent with his
teaching in the Sentences. ll In his other references to the minister of extreme unction, he
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one time simply indicates that the minister is a priest,12 and in another points out that a
single priest may administer it, though it is advisable to have many priests do so.13
Thus, the problem is clear. The practice of lay anointing was counseled in the early
Church; the minister of the sacrament was defined by Trent as the priest ordained by a
bishop. We may safely consider St. Thomas as reflecting the growing practice of the
reservation of the use of the oil to the priest, a practice and teaching culminating in the
definition of Trent.1 4

II. Solutions Proposed
A variety of interesting efforts have been made to resolve this problem. Some simply
say that the anointing practiced by the laity was not a sacrament, but a sacramental, e.g.
Hugon,15 Daffara. 16 This amounts to a categorical denial of the sacramentality of the
rite of lay anointing. Occasionally the authority of St. Thomas is invoked to substantiate
their position. 1 7
A slight variant on this has been the teaching that the Fathers spoke of two anointings,
one public and the other private. In many instances only the public would be admitted to
be a sacrament. This differs from the above in that a claim to a proof or argument from
Patristic teaching is made , i.e. it invokes the authority of the Fathers. This seems to be
Palmer's position when discussing the text of Innocent 1. 18 It is basically the position of
C. Ruch in the article on this sacrament in Dictionnaire de theologie catholique. 19
Still others make an effort to interpret the text of Innocent in the passive , so that it
is not a question of the lay people anointing themselves, but of their being anointed. 2 0
All the above, as can be noted, tend to exclude the ancient practice of lay anointing
from the realm of a true sacrament, preferring to make it a sacramental.
More recently, there has been a tendency to be a bit more open to the admission of the
lay anointing being of a true sacramental nature. 21 Thus, in Theology Library, Father
Robilliard comments that the ancients believed the ben eficial power to be in the ble sse d
oil, and not to be dependent upon its administration by a priest. 22 He does not comment
either way, but does leave the door open to its being validly sacramental.
With slightly more forcefulness, but still with some obscurity, Martimort remarks that
today lay anointings would not be sacraments, and in a footnote he indicates that it would
be a mistake to read the present teachings into the past. 2 3
A clear and forceful endorsement of the practice of lay anointing in the ancient
practice as a valid sacrament is that adopted by Canon Didier in his article in Catholicisme
on this sacrament. 24 His work in theJe sais - Je crois series reflects this same opinion. 25

III. Reexamination of the Data
It would seem that in the light of the divergent opinions a reexamination of the data
being utilized might be of value. First of all, let us note that the text of Trent defines th e
"proper" minister of the sacrament. Upon this question there can be no doubt. However,
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it can be legitimately noted that it does not say the only "valid" mmlster of the
sacrament. The Code of Canon Law restricts this sacrament to the priest for validity,26
i.e. as to administration. However, such legislation can be scarcely maintained to be
retroactive. Hence, the effort to interpret the texts of the past as to the minister of the
sacrament solely on the basis of Trent or of the present practice as indicated in the Code
seems to be, at best, ill-advised. It might be noted that Trent is reaffirming a traditional
teaching, and that even when lay anointing had been advocated priestly anointing was still
taught. 27
With regard to the text of Innocent I the interpretation that he is teaching a twofold
anointing, the one public and the other private seems to force the text, and the
subsequent assertion that the public one was a sacrament, and the private was not, seems
to be a completely gratuitous assertion. 28 When the text refers to anointing as a
"genus . . . sacramenti", it seems to me to refer equally in the Latin to the anointings of
priests and laity. Innocent says that Bishops can certainly do what the priests and the
laity can do. When he refers in the closing lines to the Bishop and the non-administration
of the oil to the impenitent, I think he has omitted in this context any mention of the
laity (i.e. in what is the second part of the letter) , because he is simply answering in terms
of the inquiry made concerning the power of the bishop to administer the sacrament.
And he makes a note of an instance in which it is not administered. It might be noted
that a reason is offered for not having bishops anoint, or why they sometimes do not
anoint, namely that they are often too busy , and thus priests must anoint. This would not
seem to be too far-fetched a reason for the laity anointing. Note should also be taken that
the words of the text of Innocent do not make mention of "public" or "private"
anointings.
Again, it might be noted with regard to the texts of St. Caesarius of Arles and St.
Eligius of Noyon that they were dealing in great measure with barbaric peoples, converts
from heathenism and from superstitious customs. Thus, they particularly were interested
in advocating lay anointing lest the faithful have recourse to sorcerers. 29 As to the texts
of both of these writers, a noted author on this sacrament, Chavasse, indicates that one
might expect to find a difference between these two anointings, i.e. lay and priestly . His
conclusion , based on the study of the texts, is that there is no difference at all between
the two. 30
As to the teaching of St. Thomas in the Supplement, though in answer to an objection
he says that lay anointings are not sacraments, but sacramentals, in the body of the
article he simply states that the administration of no sacrament pertains to the laity "ex
officio".31 This seems to be quite in accord with the idea of "proper" as expressed by
Trent.
A final and by no means unimportant fact is that the oil has always required a blessing,
often by the bishops, occasionally by the priests. 3 2 The prayers and the practice seem to
reflect a belief that the curative power was 'contained ' in the oil. 33 However, St. Thomas,
in the Supplement, indicates that James places the whole power of the sacrament in the
prayer, i.e. the form. 34
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IV. A Possible Solution
Having examined the teaching of the Council of Trent, some of the Fathers, and also
St. Thomas, it would seem feasible to present what appears to be a consistent theory of
the minister of this sacrament, i.e. consistent in itself and with the teaching on the
sacraments in general.
Briefly, it would present the sacrament as having a twofold stage, so to speak, one of
which consists in the blessing of the oil, and the other in its administration. 35 As to the
fIrst step, it has been the consistent teaching of the Church that a blessing was required,
and this poses no problem. 36 Even the fact that priests have been known to bless the oil,
i.e . that in all instances it has not been reserved to the Bishop as some patristic texts seem
to indicate, can easily be explained by the fact that the Church has power over the
sacraments to delegate such authority to them. 3 7
As to the second, namely the administration, I would think it quite permissible to
maintain that both the lay and the priestly anointings were sacraments, though of course
it is only to be administered by priests in the present practice , i.e. the anointing. Here I
think we must admit a variance in practice, one in which there was a long period in which
lay anointing was in vogue, and during which priestly anointing still remained advisable
when and where possible. Then came a time of gradual limitation of lay anointing,
culminating in T rent's decree, but already clear-cut by the time of St. Thomas who repeats
the teaching of his predecessors in this matter.
It seems legitimate to propose that the laity validly administered a sacrament in the
ancient practice. This does not necessarily mean that absolutely every use of oil by laity
was a sacrament , but certainly there seems to be no solid reason for the insistence that
every time a lay person used oil, it was merely a sacramental. Given the proper blessing,
intention, etc., it would seem to be a valid sacrament. Let us recall that Trent in both its
chapter and canon spoke of the priest as the "proper" minister. 38 In other sacraments we
have instances in which we distinguish between ordinary and extraordinary ministers,
why not in this one?39 Thus, the laity may not have been "proper" ministers, but they
could have been valid ministers of the sacrament, perhaps in a sense of "extraordinary"
even though frequently administering the sacrament. The priests would have always been
the "proper" ministers. The needs of the Church and the faithful would have dictated
that the use of the sacrament in this way by the Church , i.e. the lack of sufficient Bishops
and priests and the desire to keep the people from turning to sorcerers for assistance in
time of illness. 4 0
Such a position would be consistent with the Church's power over the sacramental
system. For she delegates others in cases of necessity to confIrm, though the ordinary
minister is the Bishop. The Church has maintained that she has power over other factors
than the substance of the sacraments. 41 There seems to be no reason to insist upon the
minister as a part of the substance of the sacrament, for the very same Council teaches
that James gives indication of the matter, form, proper minister, and effect of the
sacrament. 42 In somewhat equivalent terms it seems safe to say that the Councils of both
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Trent and Florence reflect the idea that the substance is the matter and form of the
sacraments. Certainly when Pius XII states that the Church does not claim power over the
substance of the sacraments, he is speaking in a context where this means matter and
form, not minister. 43
Thus, I would say that the Church to whom the administration and custody of the
sacraments are left saw fit to permit and encourage the laity to administer this to
themselves and others due to certain circumstances. It would be a good example of the
Church's awareness that the sacraments are for men. And, then, given the evolution both
in time and in needs, coupled with other factors, the Church reasserted the fact that the
priest was the proper minister and no longer permitted the laity to administer the
sacrament.
Viewing it this way strikes me as in accord with the belief that the power was in the oil
which had to be blessed prior to its use, or at the time of its use. This theory would not
maintain that the prayer to be said in the name of the Lord had to be said by the priest
for the validity of the sacrament. However, even here, the prayer over the oil would have
been legitimately a " presbyterial" prayer, a prayer of the priesthood of the laity.
Such a position or possible solution seems to have the following benefits: (1) it does
not force artificial interpretations of the writings of the Fathers; (2) it does not read the
present into the past ; (3) it does not force us to create new problems in trying to avoid
others, e.g. to explain the almost non-existence of a certain sacrament over a long period
of the Church's history due to the widespread practice of lay anointing. From a more
positive point of view it sees: (1) to preserve the teaching of the Church as to her power
over the sacraments, and admit of an evolution in her custodianship of them; (2) to
preserve the ancient practice as truly a sacrament; (3) to preserve intact the teaching of
Trent ; (4) to manifest the manner in which the priesthood of the laity functioned in
practice in the early Church; and (5) finally, to show one possibility for a renewed
understanding and practice of the ministry of the laity in the contemporary Church, for
the restriction of the administration of the anointing to the ordained priest can be
removed by the Church if it is deemed feasible.

1 Cf. for example, Congar, Y., Lay People in th e Church (2nd ed., rev.), Westminster, Maryland:
Newman Press, 1965; Kung, Hans, "The Priesthood of all Believers," in The Church, New York:
Sheed and Ward, 1967, 363-387; Schillebeeckx, E., "Catholic Understanding of Office,"
Theological Studies 9 (Dec. 1969) 567-583; Lindbeck, George, "Lutheran Doctrine of the
Ministry," Theological Studies 9 (Dec. 1969) 588-612; van Beeck, Frans] ozef, "Sacraments and
Church Order," Theological Studies 9 (Dec. 1969) 613-634; Kung, Hans, ed., Apostolic Succession,
Concilium 34, New York: Paulist Press, 1968; Lumen Gentium, esp. #10-11;Decree Apostolicam
Actuositatem, esp.

m-3.

2 Though th e sacrament of the anointing is admittedly not the most important in the sacramental
septenary, it serves as a good example of the changes that have taken place historically in the
app roaches to sacramental ministry. The same thesis presented here seems applicable to the
ministry of penance as has been suggested by Kung, op. cit., 335-336, and Kasper, W., "Confession

https://ecommons.udayton.edu/udr/vol7/iss1/11
136

6

Boulet: Notes on the Minister of the Anointing of the Sick
ministry of penance as has been suggested by Kung, op. cit., 336-336, and Kasper, W., "Confession
outside the Confessional," The Sacraments, An Ecumenical Dilemma, Concilium 24, New York :
Paulist Press, 1967, 31-42.
3 Sess. XIV, can. 4; Denz. 1719 (929). The translation is that found in Palmer, Paul, Sources of
Christian Worship II, Westminster, Newman, 1959; p. 313. Throughout the paper the references to
Denzinger are to the 32nd ed. (Denzinger-Schonmetzer, Enchiridion Symbolorum , Herder,
Freiburg, 1963); the number in paren these s is the reference in the earlier editions.

4 Innocent I, Epist. 25, 8, PL 20, col. 559 ff.: Denz. 126 (99); Quod non est dubium de fidelibus
aegrotantibus accipi vel intelligi debere, qui sancto oleo chrismatis perungi possunt, quod ab
episcopo confectum, non solum sace rdotibu s, sed et omnibus uti Christian is licet in sua aut in
suorum necessitate ungendum.
5 St. Caesarius of Aries, Sermon 279, 5 (among the works of St. Augustine) , PL 39, col. 2273;
tran slation in Palmer, 0p. cit. p. 285.
6 St. Eligius of Noyon , On Correctness of Catholic Conduct, 5 (among the works of St. Augustine),
PL 40, col. lInff.; translation in Palmer, op . cit., p. 285,
7 Bede the Venerable, On the Epistle of james, 5, PL 93, col. 39ff.; translation in Palmer, op. cit.,
pp. 286-287.
8 The importance of the Bishop's preparation of the oil may be associated with the concept of the oil
as an "envelope" of grace . In any case it parallels the teaching of Vatican II according to which the
entire liturgical realm depends upon the Bishop (Lumen Gentium, #26).
9 Peter Lombard, Sent. IV, di st. 23, n. I.
10 St. Albert the Great, In IV Sent. dist. 23, a.6. It might be noted that St. Albert does not treat the
matter of the ministry explicitly, but it se ems to underlie his teaching here.
11 St. Thomas, Summa Theologiae, Suppl., q. 31, a. 1; and IV Sent., d . 24, q. 2, a. 2c, and ad I.
Though the Supplement was not authored by Thomas himself, the teaching here is in accord with the
teaching in the Sentences and his later works, so that it may be offered as an indication of his
teaching. For an interesting survey of the teaching of the scholastics, cf. Botte, Dom B., O.S.B.,
L'onction des malades, in Maisoll-Dieu 15, pp. 91-107, especially pp. 98-99.
12 St. Thomas, De articulis f idei e t ecclesiae sacramentis, #624, Rome Marietti, 1954, p. 15I.
13 St. Thomas, Summa Contra Gentiles, IV, c. 73.
14 Didier, J.-Ch., Le Chretien devant la maladie et La mort (colI. je sais - je crois,), p. 53.
15 Hugon, Ed., O.P., Tractatus Dogmatici, Vol. 3, De Sacramentis in communi et speciali ac de
Novissimis, Paris, Lethielleux, 1931; p. 659.
16 Daffara, Marcolinus, O.P., De. Sacramentis et de Novissimis, Rome, Marietti, 1944; p. 583.
17 Cf. Hugon, 0p. cit., p. 659; St. Thomas, Summa Th., Suppl., q. 31, a.1, ad 2.
18 Palmer, 0p. cit., p. 283; cf. also a more recent work by the same author, Sacraments of Healing and
Vocation, Prentice-Hall, Edgewood Cliffs, N.J ., 1963; p. 46.
19 Ruch , C.,Dictionnaire de theoLogie catholique, vol. 5b , cols. 1954, 1955, 1968,1969,1983. In
fairness to the author, he does not completely close the question of the validity of lay
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administration of extreme unction in the ancient practice.
20 Cf. the footnote on Suppl., q. 31, a. 1, of the Marietti edition of the Summa, cf. also Palmer,
Sources of Christian Theology II, p. 283; cf. also Ruch, op. cit.
21 It might be better to say that there is a bit more hesitancy to deny the sacramentality of the lay
anointing. Very recently, Egan took a strong position to the effect that the ministry of healing was
not always linked to the sacrament, but he does not openly deny that some or all lay anointings
may have been or were sacraments; cf. Egan, Mark, O.P. "Extreme Unction", in ProceedinJls of
Catholic Theological Society of America, Seventeenth Annual Convention, 1962, pp. 196-197.
22 Robilliard, J.A., O.P., Christ and His Sacraments, Theological Library, Vol. 6, translated by A.
Bouchard, Chicago, Fides, 1958; p. 278.
23 Martimort, A. G., Les Signes de La Nouvelle Alliance, Paris, Ligel, 1959; p. 352.
24 Didier, J.-Ch., Catholicisme, vol. 4, col. 994.
25 Didier, J.-Ch., Le Chretien devant La maLadie et La mort, pp. 37, 42, 48.
26 Codex Iuris Canonici, can. 938,

#1.

27 Cf. A. Chavasse, Etude sur l'onction des infirmes dan l'eglise latine du II~ au X~ siecle, Lyon,
1942, pp . 170 ff. (also 140ff).
28 Cf. Chavasse, op. cit., pp. 89-99; especially pp.92-94 and footnote on p. 96.
29 Cf. Palmer's translation and commentary upon the texts of both St. Caesarius and St. Eligius, op.
cit. p. 285. St. Eligius explicitly mentions that the laity should not "seek out sorcerers."
30 Chavasse , op. cit., p.179.
31 St. Thomas, Summa Th., Suppl., q . 31, a. le.
32 Cf. Chavasse, op. cit., pp. 175-179.

33 Cf Chavasse, op . cit., pp. 95 & 168. For the sake of brevity I an giving the single reference, but
many of the authors whom I have already cited note this same fact.
34 St. Thomas, op. cit. Suppl. q. 29, a c.
35 Cf. Didier, op. cit. p. 32.
36 Cf. Chavasse, op. cit., pp. 175-179.
37 Cf. Codex Iuris Canonici, can. 945. It is interesting to note that authors, while aware that the
Church can delegate powers, e.g. to bless, such as the case, seem so reluctant to permit a power of
delegation for the administration of the sacrament in this case, i.e. of extreme unction, or, better,
the sacrament of the anointing of the sick .

38 Sess. XIV, cap. 3 and can. 4; Denz. 1967 (910) and 1719 (929) respectively; cf. also cap. l;Denz.
908.
39 Confirmation is a good example: cf. Codex Iuris Canonici, can. 782, #1 & 2. Baptism is similarly
a good example, and in fact involves the laity which Confirmation does not, i.e. as ministers. and
involves the deacon as the extraordinary for solemn baptism; cf. op. cit., can 738, #1 and 741.
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40 Cf. Council of Trent, Sess. XII, cap. 2 Denz. 1728 (931). It is a very interesting fact to note how
the Council clearly indicates that in the administration of the sacraments it allows for the utility
and veneration i.e. utility in the sense of benefit, according to the variety of things (circumstances.
perhaps) times, and places. Thus it indicates a certain freedom to vary sacramental administration
procedures accordi ng to many factors, never changing, however, the substance of the sacrament.
Now in the ancient practice, Innocent noted the Bishops might not be able to come; Caesarius
spoke of not going to sorcerers. Might not these, as we have noted in the text, along with other
factors, fall under this teaching of Trent? The practice of lay anointing could be argued as a good
example of what the Council is speaking of in more general terms.

m

41 Council of Trent, ibid.
42 Council of Trent, Sess. XIV, cap . 1; Denz. 1965 (908).
43 Pope Pius XII, Apost. Const. Sacramentum Ordillis, Acta Aposto/icae Sedis, XL (1948), p. 5.
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